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SC RA TC H IN G  D EEPER

Michael O’Pray

Scratch video m ade » strong im pression 
last year, It provoked th« video a rt com ­
m unity arid enchan ted  tbs media- V ideo 
art seem ed un the verge of cowing in out 
of the cold , but n o t su; a!! ihitt seem s £0 
have happened is that once the
commercial v. o rîdhas ripped off the aft*- I
don 't think the scratch artists will he  «w  
vw! ried abou t th a t as it was always part 
the nam e they w ere playing- Only an 
idealist could have believed that it would 
have been otherw ise- N evertheless, 
scratch should not be judged solely by this 
relationship, for it also reiated  quite 
strongly to th e  a rt video scene itself w here 
its d e trac to rs  w ere leg ion , som e o f w hom . 
at ¡cast. felt it necessary or opportune to 
think again abou t the ir own practice any 
the general sta te  of video art tn this
country. . ,

What was surprising. peroaps & uwt 
video art ws«  there for the taking by the 
scratch contingent -  tt dtdn t seem to 
,ii>.p!ace an ongotn£ centre of energy but 
rather filled a void in what seemed a 
la m e n te d  and rather tired area. It 
should also be borne in mind that a new art 
form, movement or whatever often seems

to reek of pad wste -at first, shocks hy to  
prenosterousneNS. And scratch vwco 
seemed to have that liomg. Fur it although 
unfortunately ¡‘ '* w* ■> '-uffioent condi­
tion. A veteran f-erman avant-garde film­
maker s..sceMed recently tin.: the differ- 
■nee in approach and style between the 
artists of the oOs and 7lls and those i>f the 
ftt’is was drugs -  the slow, static camera 
work of the marijuana har.e supplantcdby 
the nervous quick cutting of cocaine. The 
humour of the remark does no! negate the 
sliver o f  truth it contains, and in the case o. 
scratch it is its strength that it does reflect 
the times -  it is the definitive video form of 
the tr.td-SOs. Whilst that is no guarantee, of 
c.tcellence. it does aicuse interest. Be­
sides, the scratch work was not ali hype 
and flashy surfaces, tt did encapsulate 
neatly the contradiction at the heart of 
video between the isolation of ari practice 
and the desire to capture its wayward 
Ctopneig.ar.ger - broadcast television. If 
scratch was about to resolve, that contra­
diction. for some the price was too high.

George Barber's new compilation 
Srrnich Vidti> Volume 2 had the problem 
of fotlowinc the astonishingly successful 
earlier volume which together with the 
Death Vullev Duvs tape by Gorilla Tapes, 
became probably the most widely seen 
independent video (excluding the Miners 
Tapes) las*- year- Even scratch video sup­
porters must have been nervous with some 
of the hype it received particularly after 
last vest's  reception at the Edmbursn 
Television Festival. But this new compila­
tion with work by the Duvet Brothers. 
G iro lii Tapes, Goldcachet and rittcroft

and George Barber himself dispels many 
or the doubts and fears. The standard is 
very high and consolidates the two direc­
tions or tendencies always embedded u> 
scratch • (hat of the political and social 
satire or agit-prop trait and the more 
‘deconsFructive’ and imagistic one.

It is no surprise that the distinction 
between these two tendencies is never 
quite held in practice. For example. Goril­
la Tapes' Same Fe Trail as well as being an 
attack on Beaman and his policies is also a 
deconsi ruction of"a Hollywood film both 
as ideological vehicle and as encapsulating 
tnc • R ea tan ’ persona. Nineteenth- 
century US cavalry officers look off-shot 
at a US bom ber taking off -  Kuleshov 
montage lives! Goriiia Tapes' skill at 
delivering the goods without any slack has
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forefront of the deconstruetion end of 
scratch. and perhaps of video art itself as 
practised in this country In conversation 
Barbei- has mentioned the influence of 
Stephen Heath, a feeding film theorist 
associated in particular with the serniotic 
stance of the film magazine Semen in the 
I V7Us_ The crucial essay is Heath's ‘Narra­
tive Space’ where he explores the con­
struction of filmic space through its tradi­
tional devices (the ISO degree rale, 
evdine matches and shot reverse shot). 
H eath 's L'lierest is m the paradox o f the 
illusion of spatial 2nd temporal unitv 
acquired in film through the fragmenta”- 
tion of the image, citing Oshiana. Michael 
Snow and at times. Hitchcock as the 
horizon.-, of such devices and illusionism in 
the cinema. Barber is very much working 
within the framework of these ideas but at 
fbir same time no: allowing the work to 
become simply a codicil to a theory.

In Absence oj Satan B arter has intercut 
moments from two films -  A bsettc? o f 
t fo lk e  anti The Brotherhood o f  Satan -  to 
make literally another film. tm pioving 
fragments o f dialogue. r< den.se rhythmic 
music track and the repcat-edit technique, 
plus the tracing of oft-shut looks through 
disparate films, lie has productd a tape 
with the density and weigh! of film but 
one which ts the "other1 of the elassic 
1Ioliywood narrative film. Absence o f  
Safari is a haunting study in female para­
noia anti mste menace that edits together 
superficially meaningless sequences and 
moments from two films to produce some­
thing which represents the meaning impli­
cit. at teas:, in many narrative turns -  the

women as witness- of horror (often only 
‘seen* off-shot hy characters) as the carrier 
of certain emotions -  anxiety. fear and 
displacement. Thus, a jumble of images 
from different narratives becomes cohe­
rent in their new form and emotional 
shape. The tracing of looks, the casual 
phrase. L-mocent gesture, in o ther words, 

,a!l the elements which lend visual and 
narrative density to a story told in Images 
and which usually escape our attention are 
reworked by Barber with insight and skill. 
In Barber's other tape Vet Frank, No 
Smoke, the ¡heme is female panic, the 
strictures of malentss set against a form of 
innocence that Barber's cannibalising of 
two Hollywood films (The Deep and The 
Blue Lagoon). a i lows him to develop. 
Barber’s characteristic interest in ;mr.gcs 
of water, fish and plantation is important 
here in building rich asst>ciatioiis and 
giving the piecc a fluidity always under 
threat. Yet Frank. No Sm oke  is less a 
pseudo-narrative, instead it stresses the 
more formal aspects or framing, creating 
different areas of movement within the 
screen particularly in the underwater 
sequences. Barber plays here with some ot 
the more dubious images of narrative film 
but manages 10 iranstorm their connota­
tions with wit ano skill, whilst retiiinine 
enough of the original context (the rather 
awtul film The Blue I.-xgotm) to create 
tension for the viewer.

Hie Scratch Volume 2 compilation tape 
suggests that scrareh is around for a little 
white longer at feast, and the hope that it 
would iead to n e w  and serious areas for 
video artists seems to  have been fulfilled.
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.ightK m ade them ^i^k (Hie of scratch 's 
success stories. T heir new  tape Till Death 
to Apartheid  item'll cniist ruck. ;t political
■ Nettie in ieiitis ot common idt-uiozic:ri 
stanve:. reprev.-nicd by the media itself. 
Alt (i.-imetf 'w atches' Pik Botha on TV 
and hy cleverly edit in« his rcn iork i. turns 
[tie Ciam ett phenom enon on its head, 
whilst at the sam e fiinc Sinking. perhaps 
c rude '» , Uritisli fascist tendencies with 
South African apartheid . The criticism  
iiv'iird in some quarters that the hum our 
do* -he ‘m essage' seem s wroiic- 
heac . H um our h,*s always been an 
im w n a n : w eapon of political debate and 
struggle " ''e  have only to rem em ber 
Marx's iaue.ii’ and B recht's use of
humou, .-over, tor too  long the Left 
in th isco u ... v has hceii tssi readilv identic 
tied with ■-Crionsness' or what turns out to 
he a Korine (nteliectualisui a:- foreign to 
its ¡lutentiai supporter, a< much so-called 
progressive art.

flic Duvet Brorbers have the problem 
of following their classic scratch tape Blue 
Mo-,.¡ay. and their Virgin is broadly suc- 
ce>s*ul as agit-prop, hut their best piece, 
alsn in the compilation, is Char Sfinw 
pariicul.trly the Player's Cigarette mon­
tage edited kigether ■«> as to mimic the 
frantic moments of cinema — a eiose-iip ■1!
3 buttle of Champagne being opened, a 
reus being delicately wiped away at a 
co'icfft. a ride on the Big Dipper and ihe 
ex-halations of smoke from those ubi- 
sjuitcnis cigarettes in I95ftf British films». 
Ihetr other tape Laughing Girts, is a one 
idea joke using old footage of girls 
laughing (an acting school?) reworked 
thruugh sound manipulation end image 
repetition, it is reminiscent of the found- 
fyotage films of the Canadi; ‘ 'm maker 
David Rimmer, e.g. 77. • <r>„ e. Sandra 
tii'tdhaeher and K< l iueroft’.s tupe 
seemed a iiirowauay piece merging im­
ages fr<>m TV' adverts, feature films and a 
Joy Division scwindtiaek bui without (lie 
incus of thetr earlier work 

The highlights ot the tape for this re- 
viewer were Georcie Barher j  own tapes
IV i Frank. No Sm oke and Abscnrc o f

B arlv r ''. rule in scratch h-is been 
'w:) iu iJ . as its most ;teti'-e p ro m o te r -  hi,,
V t.itmtc One b t ing one o f the most wrdely 
H-vii tapes la.a year and the most repre- 
-•entative ot what scratch was tor was not)
-  ,md as one ot the most interesting of the 
artists involved. The promoter role has 
oltcn overshadowed his work which has 
always had a quite distinctive ‘art-video’ 
feel, although his use of scratch music 
tracks at times made him seem the only 
‘true1 scratch artist. En these two new rapes 
Barrier reveals a fine corn n il in editing and 
Miund interaction plus a density of ideas 
and textures which must place him at the
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-1- m e  imoudence) and me inhibited but 
’^ r t a d  English Captain Moiyneux (Shaun 

?midlv charming) which becomes a disolla- 
: o f opposing national characteristics without 
ii2 ar.v or its psychologic*! accuracy.  ̂
in  me opening nignt Stephen Moore sscnem-
Brcperry thief and woman-stealing ^  ?*?
:ea This is melodrama. and not an or it 
o d io u s  to Irish stereotyping (Gillian Baxg« nas 
-  a Long way to account for ± e  ^ - ^ 7  
« st-’ceatiag. consummately uim U1—
-.-her)- but" the cast play* so infectiously, and 
;n such evident fun, that the evenmg has no mat 
-w,r ^ed-smiiedcadliness 1 ro u n a m th e R ^  s 
impts ai romps W e Fair Maid o f  ¡he West- tier e 

i  robustness, even a sexiness. ^
?*rhsDS the str ong young women or theji.ay, 
iaicd of their estate a final dme ana come to 
■•nnesel for work, might have m rnedeventuaiy 
•_o the oppressed shirt-checkerc o r The Factory 
rls Frank McGuinness’ piay, like his ia:.er, 

-e-w inn. * - Observe the Softs o f  Ulster M erat-
■ r0 rhe Sorr.me- puts a  group 0 f differ. ,ig types 

■'ceopie cf one sex in a light spot in one room ana.
' s ■ -  is to make them explore their lives. 
t j »  five checkers in a  shirt factory -  who 
-JsumabtvTjever v earthefnhts of their ta o o u r -  

■.. txeeai for the 5 oungest. “ giris”  only by one 
-e-> c.-cscn-ience within ar.d without the 

Una (Doreen. Hepburn) a  olQ 
-.oush em ember walking out in war..me wim
- American GI who dumped her; her mate, u s
-ish-taikins tiler., n ic k n a m e d  Godzilla (Pat

saw her three children die of TB. Rose- 
.arv (Tina R eliefer) is thesitent one whose r.yers 
••vi deep, and r.anirslly* in this sc^em^nc piay,
■ere is a hunt or lesbianism. Men are re tire d  to as 
-oid ■;hi:es” : when w o  of them turn up to torce 

¿iris into iower wages they arc as incompetent 
'd shab'oy-minded as their (male) i^eator car.

;hem. When the women Stage a sit-m. a 
; • sband exerts moral blackmail to bring aer home 
-d  the priest refuses their plea of a special Mass. 

The final moments of the play see the women
■ orkers. having gone through ¿^extended group

session iisarLy entirely our o^civ * 
dvinauv ± bt protest. The play is saved trom its 
inartistic Good Intentions and rnisery-wtaioguins 
itdacticism by the authenticity orits actresses.

Mv favourite image of the Dublin journalist Neil 
IcCaffertv's first piay is '.hat of the speakers 

-e ther dancing with her father, torn between me 
,-ailc* in his chest announcing he’s kept his 
34V and his hand in the small of her back pressing 
-er on to the waltz. Romance is The Worm :n the 
Heart in this one-woman monologue . o r  s o jts  
-eiotnc tells uS- But on the evidence ol its ia±ri\ 
l i t t e r e d  fnst-ecneradon woman engineer, earn 
:o the “ last of the full-time mothers” , romance is a 
arerty dodgy concept.
' The burden of McCafferty’s strange atatnoc

the world is that to be Irish and a woman is 
,q be doubly a loser- Set in Southern Ireland, it tells 
us a  bit about subjects ranging frc m tire feminist 
position on Northern Ireland (the.- isn’t one) to 
‘-he oariiamentarv secretaries’ occupation ot tne 
men’s loos in the Dail, in tones which usually 
contain too much generalised, bitterness to oe 
effective. Directed by Gillian Hackett. u does 
■succeed in introducing Londoners to Ruth 
McCabe, a n o th e r  female Irish performer ot awe-

Cooking for terrorists
Juiiar. Patiey

E c n ’v  sc ra tch  v id eo  w as a p ir a ie i i i  
p lu n d e r e d  s o u n d s  a n d  im ages, s liced  
th e m  io  sh re d s , rearranged  ih& n  ̂
regard less o f  narra tive  law s. H a l j  a  
d ec a d e  o n , w h a z’s  b e c o m e  o f  a ?

NOTHING MORE c l e a r l y  illustrates capita- 
Tjrr-’s ability to turn protest into profit man this:
,hs -jnsform arion of scratch video from a weap­
on. of g u e rilla  warfare to just another nourish in me 
ad-men's repertoire of second-hand images.

The fact that scratch has been hijacker:. 
however, shouldn't blind us to ^achievem ents. 
Looking back at The Greatest Hits or Scnifcfc, 
Volumes One. and Two, one is still struck by the 
considerable, almost Eisenstdnian. force or the 
Duvet Brothers’ montages in Blue Monas?;. War 
Machine anti Till Deart; io Apartheid. ana the 
sensuous \isuai and aural qualities 0 ! George 
Barber’s Scratch Frss Srcre m .  Yes fra n k  No 
Sm ote , and Absence o f  S&m. It was Barber, jn 
fact, who put the two compiianons together — and 
he has since gone on to become one of the most 
¡n-erescms fisures from tne scratch moment.

Barber’first bccamc seriously mvoivea in video 
, t 5 : Martins Collese of Art, which he left in 1580. 
From 1952 to I93i  he studied video at postgrac- 
uaie level at the Slade, exploring his interest not 
on;y in Km  and television but also in painting- m s 
.eanmgs in these rather dLTerent airecnons result­
ed in s  final show which he describes as “ mingling 
disCO^musie and video art together, without deii-
bcraie irony, for the first ¿me” .

He says that he has always been drawn to the 
•’lushness of the took of the televisual and Ernie 
image”  and this is certainly bon? it by ms 
contributions to the r.vo Greatest. ompita- 
rions which, with surprisingly modest resources,
Cf ribir.e highly treated images and equally densely 
mixed 'ounanackS- In particular ie f  rranx No  
Sm ote  stunningly resumes the watery’ ¡mages thai 
haunt Barber s work, taking under-sea shot" m 
m e  Deep and T«e Slue Lagoon end c o m p l y  
rc.vorking them in a way that enhances their vfflia 
qualities and divorces them from their o n p a i  
narrative purposes. Meanwhile, ite B ro d u n o o d  
o f  Sat an and Absence o f 'Mdtce are ransac..ea ana 
-e-integrated in Absexci o f  Satm: muncane ac- 
rions casuai phrases, everyday g&utss are re- 
cta'ed over and over to chime with the pounamg 
pulse of th= soundtrack, rendering the familiar 
^ange and achieving moments of lyricism as 
powerful as the;'' are mysterious.
'  On the basis o f surh work, it isn’t surprising aha'. 
Earner was selected as the tirsc recipient or a grant 
tabout £2,000) from the £50.000 video tuna w me., 
the BF1 Production Board sc: up last y ^ -  The 
result. Taxi Driver 2, bears comparison ««.,M k  
Wilcox’s QdUnS Shots ( re v ie ^ e n ^  ^  

Here Barber’s evident iasanation witn ....e 
iuria.ee of Hollywood 

: , , . v  from an explonitioa of the pia> oi s u . in ­

flow, from stripping images o f their narrative 
significance and working on their purely formal 
qualities, towards ardcuiaung a new narrative 
structure. This revolves around Tim W est, an 
advertising executive who is also developing sC -t 
programme on cooidng for terrorists. Disulu- 
kor.ed by the hyper-rsality o f the media world, he 
joins a Robert dc Niro evening class, but also fails 
under the pastoral influence of Johnny Morris.

From the opening images o f night-cune, car- 
ridden streets accompanied by Iangcrous sax on 
the soundtrack, through to the sub-Chanmeresque 
voice-over narration (“ My name is -im  V^est, I ve 
always been a  bit o f a  loner ai the ad agency' ’) Taxi 
Driver 2 strikes you with its sly knowingness. But 
it’s more than ’just a dever-devsr nod in the 
direction 01 contemporary film  noir, just as irs 
more than an incestuous joke at the expense o f the 
London-based media world; it is aiso a telling 
comment on the contemporary media culture of 
postmodernism. As Tim’s voici-ovgr puts it, wniic 
die endless traffic roils on: “ At work 100, maybe 
200 ideas are thought up evey day. but when I go 
home at night and lie down they all seem the 
same.” In this context, the macho movie postur- 
ines of De Niro are as much of a dead-end response 
to modem urban angst as tne gender .liUiionS 
conjured by Johnny Morris ■ ’ ptrsonrf...

Similar concsras run through The Venetian 
Ghost, aiso funded by the 3 H  (though ai ilO.UX) 
this cost a good seal more than its^preaecessoi,1. 
Here, the ghost of an I8rh-century Venetian Doge 
finds"itself living in a shallow, superficial house­
hold on Venice Beach. California, i tie roie o^me 
ghost was originally envisaged for Spaulding Gray 
and much of the humour emerges from the Doge’s 
comments on the soaph^ie domestic dramas of 
Chariie. his unwitting :k I vl~. the real strength o! 
the video is in its elegi- icianchoiy shots of 
amusement parks, treewa1 ... streets and shopping 
mails over which the D; ■ -sc- . - mdera-use on 
life in the perwsual nr*? ’ “ the only
thing imponani ’in life is ^ d  good times. It 5 
funny living with s guv witn no memory - 

Fuzsy shots Of Venice uitemate with images ot 
American cocsumertioffl as tne Doge ponoers on 
how “ pcODlc today spend so much :hir*king 
how life could be. Ever-^here you look there are 
nicturss teilina vou your lire.but wnen.
I look at them "ail. . . H o - p e o p l e
!0ns for these things winle ueifoerately ietting them 
pass by". In the end. of course, Chariie and hi: Tk 
come to seem even more insubstantial than : ne 
ghost, the Doge’s Venice more real than the 
so Hess, memoryless streets, shops and beaches.

Both Taxi Driver 2 and Tne Venetian - host 
rerise to fit easily into video art or narrativ'e riLJor. 
categories, bur that is precisely the source of their 
fasctoarion and pleasure. .An analogy might per­
haps be found in Godard, circa Detoc ou- trots 
chases, where the narrarive is constantly ana 
piavfuilv fractured by other elements, wnere un- 
ferent kinds of narration jostie against each otner. 
where i\Ticism and humour overlap and a particu­
lar story is ’•eniargcu”  lr. such aw ay as to ta^e on 
wider resonances. —

!f7r/T the mvpcion o f ' "The Venetian Cko?'". ~tl or 
George Barber's videos art available ' ',-MCon 
Video Arts. 23 Frith Street. London lr i ; -' i - " 1 >f 
Venetian Ghoul“ vill ha shown next month at :/ :e  

f f i n  Faszp-'vl-


